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In late December, the US and Panamanian governments reached a tentative agreement to set
up the Centro Multilateral Antidrogas (CMA) at Howard Air Force Base in Panama. In addition,
the US government is considering turning the Palmerola Air Base in Honduras into an anti-drug
center, and it is pushing for closer collaboration with Central American security forces to strengthen
land, sea, and air operations against drug traffickers. Opposition is growing, however, to US
intervention and to the increasing role of local armies in anti-narcotics operations. In recent years,
drug trafficking and money laundering have expanded at an alarming rate throughout Central
America (see NotiCen, 02/06/97).
In response, local security forces have increased anti-narcotics operations, leading to a huge jump
in arrests and confiscation of drugs last year. Record number of arrests & cocaine seizures in 1997
Security forces confiscated nearly 30 metric tons of cocaine last year in the Central American nations
about 10 MT more than in 1996, according to the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA).
Nearly 25 MT was captured in just three nations Panama, Costa Rica, and Guatemala the favorite
transhipment points for drug runs from South America to US and European markets.
In Costa Rica, the 7.9 MT seized by authorities last year is a fourfold increase compared with
1996. Security forces also dismantled some powerful cartels operating on the isthmus. In August,
Guatemalan authorities broke up a drug ring run by German, Swiss, Spanish, and Guatemalan
citizens known as the "German connection." The ring had smuggled at least US$100 million in
cocaine to European markets before it was closed down.
All told, Central American authorities arrested 3,103 people in 1997 for crimes related to drug
trafficking. Nevertheless, authorities say the drug seizures and arrests represent only a fraction
of cartel activity. The DEA says at least 300 MT of cocaine ten times the amount seized last year
is being shipped through Central America. Moreover, the DEA says the cartels are now using
Guatemala and Costa Rica as warehouses for cocaine rather than simple transhipment points. And,
the drug rings have demonstrated impressive resilience to increased security. Given the crackdown
on cocaine shipments by land, the cartels are relying much more heavily on maritime drug runs
along the Caribbean coast of Central America, taking advantage of the region's poorly equipped
naval forces.
US, Panama reach accord on multilateral anti-narcotics center
Given the logistical limitations of local security forces, the US government wants to expand its anti-
narcotics efforts in the region, beginning with the establishment of a new multilateral anti-drug
center in Panama. After negotiating for nearly two years, in late December Panama and the US
signed an accord to create the CMA (see NotiCen 10/17/96, 03/20/97, 07/31/97). The center will be a
hub for reconnaissance activities in Central America, South America, and the Caribbean. The CMA
will rely on a broad radar network that the US now operates in Panama and the Andean countries
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and will be supported by a fleet of planes equipped with the US's Airborne Warning and Control
System (AWACS), which will monitor land and sea trafficking routes in the region. The center will
be at Howard Air Force Base on the Pacific side of the Panama Canal.
In addition, as part of the operation, the US will maintain its jungle-training school at Fort Sherman
and its extensive electronic listening posts on Galeta Island, both on the Atlantic side of the canal.
At least 2,000 US troops will be stationed at the CMA, although the number of personnel will climb
with civilian support staff and troops from other countries. The US and Panama are seeking to
include Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, and the Andean countries as members of the center. Initial
talks were held with Colombia, Brazil, and Mexico Jan. 12-13, and formal negotiations on their
incorporation are expected to start in February and conclude in two months.
US Palmerola Air Base may also become an anti-drug center
Since the CMA will focus primarily on South America, the US is considering converting its air base
at Palmerola in Honduras into a center devoted exclusively to anti-narcotics operations on the
isthmus. The proposal was discussed during a meeting Jan. 8 between Honduran President Carlos
Roberto Reina and a delegation of five US senators, headed by majority leader Trent Lott (R-MS).
The senators were studying ways to improve US cooperation in local anti-drug operations. "We
believe Palmerola should become an anti-drug base," said Reina after the meeting. "It would benefit
everyone. The drug trade is not something countries can battle on their own. We need to coordinate
our actions."
Palmerola, about 50 km north of Tegucigalpa, was constructed by the US in 1983 as a support
base for the contra war in Nicaragua and counterinsurgency operations in El Salvador. Some
900 US troops are stationed at the base, and they frequently participate in civic-action programs.
Meanwhile, the US is also pushing local governments to give US security forces more leeway to
pursue drug traffickers. In late 1997, the US government began lobbying the Central American
governments to allow US air and naval forces to patrol inside their territorial airspace and maritime
borders, giving the US broad powers to intercept and arrest drug traffickers in the region. The US
has signed such accords with eight Caribbean countries and with Belize. Panama already permits
such action by US forces, and Guatemala partially permits it. But concerns about the violation of
national sovereignty and territorial integrity have delayed agreement by the other countries.
US intervention, militarization of drug war criticized
The issue of sovereignty is becoming a focal point of debate as US involvement in the drug war
grows. Grassroots groups in Central America fear that the US is using anti- narcotics operations
to justify continued US influence and intervention in the region. "The problem with the US's
relationship with Latin America, in particular with Central America, has always been its desire to
dominate our countries politically," said Panamanian journalist Herasto Reyes at a conference on
drug trafficking in early December in Tegucigalpa. "Before, it had the excuse of communism, later
the excuse of the guerrillas, and now it has drug trafficking."
The CMA's creation is particularly controversial, since it allows the US to maintain a reduced
military presence in Panama after the year 2000, when the Panama Canal reverts to Panamanian
control and all US troops are supposed to be withdrawn. In response, grassroots groups in Panama
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are organizing against the center. "The CMA is just a new method of control imposed by the US
government on Panama and the region," said Conrado Sanjur, coordinator for the Organizacion
Contra las Bases Militares (OCBAM), an umbrella group of some 30 student, labor, and grassroots
organizations planning to mobilize against the CMA. "By using anti-drug operations as an excuse,
the CMA allows the US to continue promoting its interests and hegemony after the year 2000."
Criticism is also growing about the expanding role of local armies in anti-narcotics activities, a shift
supported by the US given the limitations of the region's civilian security forces.
Opposition groups fear that the militaries will use anti-drug operations and related activities to
retain much of their traditional influence (see NotiCen, 12/04/97). "The anti-narcotics fight in
Latin America encourages the creation of police bodies with military training and encourages
the militaries to broaden their role justifying a new role for them within societies," said Dutch
investigator Theo Roncken at the December conference in Tegucigalpa. "This is bad for societies.
We already saw in the 1980s...the negative consequences of a protagonist military role in a country's
political life." [Sources: The Miami Herald, 12/24/97, 12/25/97; This Week (Honduras), 01/05/97;
Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 12/09/97, 12/11/97, 01/08/98; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
01/09/98; Reuter, 01/05/98, 01/08/98, 01/12/98; Notimex, 11/22/97, 12/05/97, 12/08/97, 12/15/97,
12/16/97, 01/05-09/98, 01/12/98, 01/13/98; Spanish news service EFE, 01/04/98, 01/05/98, 01/08/98,
01/13/98; Chinese news service Xinhua, 01/13/98; El Tiempo (Honduras), 01/09/98, 01/13/98, 01/14/98]
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